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Generation A: Research on Autism in the Workplace
Preface

Cristina M. Giannantonio, Ph.D. and Amy E. Hurley-Hanson, Ph.D.

While much research has historically focused on young children with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), far less research has examined the issues young adults with ASD and other forms of
neurodiversity face as they transition into the workplace. Austin and Pisano (2017), in their
much-cited Harvard Business Review article, detail the numerous advantages that neurodiverse
individuals bring to the workplace. The authors suggest that neurodiverse applicants represent
an enormous pool of untapped talent that could increase companies’ productivity. Researchers
have identified some potential skill sets and common characteristics of neurodiverse individuals
that may benefit organizations. These skills include visual acuity, more deliberative decision
making, increased attentional focus, logical thinking, affinity for technology, as well as
professional and occupational interests in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM)
fields (Crespi, 2016). STEM fields are of particular interest, as there is a growing need for a
skilled workforce in these areas (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018). Neurodiverse
individuals may be an ideal fit for this segment of the labor market. Forty percent of global
corporations are having trouble recruiting the talent they need (Manpower Group, 2018). The
demand for talent is expected to dramatically increase as businesses and the economy return to
pre-pandemic levels as vaccination rates increase and infection rates decline (Coy, 2021).

Despite the skill sets of neurodiverse applicants, the unemployment and underemployment
rates for neurodiverse individuals, as compared to the general population, remains staggeringly

high (Baldwin, Costley & Warren, 2014; Krieger, Kinebanian, Prodinger & Heigl, 2012; Nord,
Stancliffe, Nye-Legerman & Hewitt, 2016; Richards, 2012; Roux et al., 2013; Scott, Falkmer,
Girdler & Falkmer, 2015; Shattuck et al., 2012). Recent unemployment statistics for adults with
ASD reveal that 85% are unemployed and that 69% of them want to work (National Autistic
Society, 2016). Research has shown that many individuals with ASD have never been members
of the labor force (Cidav, Marcus, & Mandell, 2012).
Shattuck et al. (2012) found that thirty-five percent of young adults with autism have never held
a job, been members of the labor force, nor attended educational programs after high school
(Shattuck et al., 2012; Cidav, Marcus & Mandell, 2012). A study of 200 transition-age young
adults with ASD found that 81% were unemployed (Gerhardt & Lanier, 2011). A small study of
young adults with ASD and I.Q.s above 50 found that only 11.76% were employed (Howlin,
Goode, Hutton & Rutter, 2004). Other studies have found that approximately half of young
adults with ASD have worked for pay after high school (Roux et al., 2013). The same study also
found that the odds of ever having a paid job were higher for those who were older, from higherincome households, or who had better conversational or functional skills (Roux et al., 2013).
The statistics for young adults are particularly troubling, as it is estimated that one-half-million
individuals with ASD will reach adulthood in the current decade and will be poised to enter the
workplace in unprecedented numbers. These numbers are staggering and suggest the need to
examine the long-term employment, career, and life outcomes for this generational cohort.
Hurley-Hanson, Giannantonio, and Griffiths (2020) introduced the term Generation A to refer to
this generational cohort of young adults with ASD. According to Autism Speaks (2019), “Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and autism are both general terms for a group of complex disorders
of brain development. These disorders are characterized, in varying degrees, by difficulties in
social interaction, verbal and nonverbal communication, and repetitive behaviors.” The World
Health Organization (2013) describes ASD as “neurodevelopmental impairments in

communication and social interaction and unusual ways of perceiving and processing
information” (p. 7). As such, individuals with ASD often have difficulty in understanding the
thoughts, intentions, and emotions of others (Bruggink, Huisman, Vuijk, Kraaij & Garnefski,
2016). Some individuals with ASD may have difficulty regulating their own emotions. These
challenges may create transition and employment issues for young adults with ASD (Samson,
Huber & Gross, 2012), not only as they enter the workplace, but potentially throughout their
lives as their careers unfold.
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1 in 54 (18.5%) children are on
the autism spectrum, and the presence of ASD is 4.3 times more common in boys (29.7%, 1 in
34) than in girls (6.9%, 1 in 144) (CDC, 2020). Autism Speaks (2019) estimates that there are
3.5 million people with ASD in the United States. The number of people affected by ASD is
estimated to be in the tens of millions worldwide. Although it is difficult to get exact numbers, it is
estimated that 1% of the world’s population has autism (CDC, 2018; Malcolm-Smith,
Hoogenhout, Ing, De Vries & Thomas, 2013.; Wallace et al. 2012; Grønborg, Schendel &
Parner, 2013).
Each year the United Nations hosts World Autism Awareness Day. The theme in 2015 was
Employment (The Autism Advantage, 2015), which highlighted the potential for persons with
autism to make significant contributions in the workplace, given their unique individual strengths.
It noted the widespread discrimination in the workplace against people with autism and the
limited vocational training and job opportunities available to them. The number of individuals
with ASD both in the United States and throughout the world represents an untapped and often
overlooked segment of the labor force for organizations seeking to fill job vacancies and meet
current and projected skills gaps (Austin & Pisano, 2017).

It is within this context that chapters were selected to be included in this edited volume. Each
chapter examines various factors that may play a role in generating a neurodiverse workforce
for the benefit of both organizations and individuals with ASD. These chapters capture
contemporary research and practice from a diverse range of scholars, practitioners, and
educators, with the goal of building connections between research and practice focused on
issues of neurodiversity in the workplace. While all of the chapters in this volume focus on ASD,
it should be noted that neurodiversity also includes Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Attention Deficit
Hyperactivity Disorder, Dyscalculia, Tourette Syndrome, and other neurological differences. It is
hoped that future research on neurodiversity in the workplace focuses on these and other
neurological differences to discover the best practices that will lead to positive work, career, and
life outcomes for neurodiverse individuals.
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Cristina M. Giannantonio, Ph.D. and Amy E. Hurley-Hanson, Ph.D.
Introduction
This book is the first volume in the Emerald Studies in Workplace Neurodiversity Series.
This series focuses on making significant contributions to the development of research on
neurodiversity in the workplace and will capture contemporary research and practice from a
diverse range of scholars, practitioners, and educators. The series is intended to build
connections between research and neurodiversity in the workplace.
This book explores ways that researchers can help facilitate finding and maintaining
employment for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The chapters included in
this volume specifically focus on the transition, work, and career experiences of Generation A.
Hurley-Hanson, Giannantonio, and Griffiths (2020) introduced the term Generation A to refer to
the 500,000 young adults with ASD that will be poised to enter the workplace in the current
decade. The chapters in this volume are organized and presented along two important themes:
Individual and Organizational Interventions to Help Support Generation A in the Workplace and
The Legal and Functional Environment and Research on Employing Generation A.
The first theme Individual and Organizational Interventions to Help Support Generation
A in the Workplace focuses on strategies for implementing organizational best practices to help
support Generation A in the workplace. These chapters offer suggestions for adapting training
and development programs to improve the work experiences of Generation A, to successfully
integrate individuals with ASD into the workforce, and to take notice of the importance of the
workplace social environment and person-job fit.

The chapter entitled Workplace Training for Employees with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(Chapter 1) by Karen R. Johnson and Kasha Williams argues that there is an urgent need to
expand employment opportunities and to find ways to support individuals with ASD on the job.
The authors note that there is very little research investigating the organizational practices that
are needed to successfully integrate individuals with autism in the workplace. Training is
presented as one company practice that can significantly impact the behavior and work outcomes
of individuals with ASD. The authors note that despite the importance of training interventions,
research focused on relevant training techniques for individuals with ASD is lacking and
fragmented. This chapter summarizes the types of training that are most appropriate and most
often utilized to foster skill development and enhance employment outcomes for members of
Generation A.
The chapter entitled Organizational Knowledge Creation: The Autism Enigma by Jillian
Saylor (Chapter 2) notes that a manager's role is to increase knowledge transfer, knowledge
exchange, and knowledge creation. The author suggests that there is not concern that individuals
with ASD do not have performance skills but that some individuals do not socialize well with
others and that it is the social environment that impacts knowledge creation. The author presents
cognitive theory as a better predictor of how individuals socially interact with each other rather
than how they feel towards each other. The chapter discusses the importance of cognitive style in
understanding the abilities and behaviors of individuals with autism. Research suggests that the
cognitive styles of individuals with ASD are trainable to fit the social and organizational
environment. This chapter discusses training materials such as the visual schedule, the staff
baseball cards, and role-playing that may help individuals with ASD navigate the organization.

Also discussed is training that helps with interpersonal interactions, such as spect-act emotives,
object theater, storytelling theatrics, and ERGOS.
The chapter entitled Individual and Organizational Recommendations for Opening the
Workplace (Chapter 3) by Nadia Bhuiyan, Margaret Young, and Daniel J. Svyantek suggests that
the workplace will be a major element in cultivating fulfilling lives for members of Generation
A. Social interaction is an integral component for functioning within most postsecondary and
occupational settings. It is necessary to understand the interaction between individuals with ASD
and organizations to understand potential social and behavioral deficits. The authors note that a
workplace is inherently a social place; thus, understanding both formal and informal social
information in the workplace may be critical to successful job performance. Fit, particularly
person-organization fit, is used to address the social nature of the workplace. Understanding this
interaction may help to provide a means for crafting both individual and organizational
interventions which support individuals with ASD in the workplace. This chapter provides an
analysis of such interventions and proposes that these interventions will help create a more
supportive work environment for those with ASD.

The second theme The Legal and Functional Environment and Research on Employing
Generation A focuses on how researchers can help facilitate finding and maintaining
employment for Generation A. The legal environment is explored and evaluated along with
governmental efforts related to the employment of individuals with ASD. These chapters cover
databases and governmental information sources that may provide resources for researchers
interested in the transition and employment of members of Generation A. In addition, these

chapters explore legal and political policies that may affect the work and life outcomes of
individuals with ASD.
The chapter entitled Investigating Recommended Jobs for Generation A Individuals with
High Functioning Autism to Enhance Person-Job Fit (Chapter 4) by Gundars Kaupins examines
the importance of attaining a skill match with jobs. The author presents arguments to suggest that
members of Generation A who are individuals with Asperger’s (high functioning autism) might
increase their chances that their skills fit with job requirements (i.e., person-job fit) by
considering various non-academic and popular lists of Asperger-friendly jobs. The author
focuses on Temple Grandin’s list of 51 Asperger-friendly jobs to investigate using Aspergerrelated job characteristics from the U. S. Department of Labor’s O*NET job description
database. Results of using a factor analysis resulted in six Asperger-related job characteristics,
with social orientation emerging as the only factor that significantly predicted Grandin’s
judgment of what is an Asperger’s-related job based on a binomial logistic regression analysis.
Another analysis using data from the O*NET showed a wide variety of jobs that were most and
least associated with each of the six factors. The chapter concludes with study limitations and
directions for future research based on these types of analyses.
The chapter entitled The Failures and Promise of the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA) (Chapter 5) by Tara Cunningham draws attention to the potent
challenge of optimizing lifespan outcomes for Generation A. The chapter discusses key
provisions of the 2014 Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA), which called for a
unified and social model supports structure to help the education to pre-employment transition
through “Required Activities” such as job exploration counseling, integrated work-based
learning experiences, postsecondary educational programs at institutions of higher education,

social skills, and self-advocacy training. The central purpose of WIOA was to streamline preemployment transition services designed to assist young adults in the move from education to
integrated paid employment. This is in contrast to the historical medical model, a deficits-based
approach to transition. The author notes that despite billions in government funding, over 50% of
autistic adults remain in segregated, subminimum wage jobs and the 85% underemployment or
unemployment rate for autistic graduates remains for those with and without college degrees.
The chapter entitled Evaluating Data for Assessing Post-Secondary Schooling and
Career Outcomes of Generation A by Melissa J. Bjelland, and Susanne M. Bruyere (Chapter 6)
argues that employment participation is an important part of individual economic independence
for individuals with ASD, as well as influencing one’s ability to contribute to broader civil
society in meaningful ways. The authors suggest that it is of particular importance for members
of Generation A to establish a sound foundation as they exit their teenage years that includes
post-secondary educational pursuits and labor force involvement. This chapter explores
corresponding outcomes of individuals with ASD who recently progressed through these life
stages as a way to help inform Generation A, and the families and educators who support them,
how to better prepare for the workplace of the future. This requires robust representative data
containing refined disability detail, employment, and training information, as well as wellbeing
and support content. This chapter discusses currently available public surveys and administrative
microdata that can be used by researchers and practitioners as they delve into these issues. This
data will assist educators, family members, as well as young adults with Autism themselves to
better navigate the transition from school to work, to successfully secure work, and ultimately
achieve economic independence, which is critical to adulthood.

The chapter entitled Creating Opportunity Through Workforce Development Innovation
(Chapter 7) by Meaghan Timko notes that despite a growing number of individuals with Autism
graduating from high school and university, there is a lack of reliable resources dedicated to
assisting the transition from education to the world of work. Despite federal-state programs,
dedicated non-profits, and highly publicized corporate hiring initiatives, the unemployment rate
for individuals with Autism remains above the national average. The author notes that
corporations have started to recognize the untapped potential of the neurodivergent worker but
have struggled with sourcing talent and failed to develop practicable pipeline models across
various industries that are open-sourced, easily replicated, scalable, and financially sustainable.
The author suggests that methods, programs, and paradigms that exist amidst current statistics
reveal the imperative for innovative ideas that can be executed by multiple stakeholders to affect
both the work seekers and the job creators. A systems approach to developing talent pipelines is
presented as one possible solution, as well as other new expeditions and collaborative, opensourced concepts that hold promising statistics and anecdotal data about what could be the next
iteration of workforce development in an increasingly neurodivergent world.
In summary, we believe that this book offers insights into the transition, work, and career
experiences of the young adults with ASD who comprise Generation A. This book brings together
scholars, practitioners, and educators who are researching Autism in the Workplace with a particular
emphasis on Generation A. The chapters presented in this volume offer researchers, educators, and

practitioners several avenues for smoothing the transition from educational settings into the
workplace for a generational cohort who are poised to enter the labor market, eager to work, and
wish to achieve positive work and life outcomes. This book provides several new contributions
to both the disability literature and research on ASD in the workplace. This book has the

potential to reduce the stigma associated with ASD, change image norms surrounding ASD, and
facilitate integrating individuals with ASD into the workforce. Hopefully, this book will be a
valuable resource for individuals with ASD, as well as their families and caregivers. It will also
be an important resource for organizations interested in obtaining the benefits of hiring people
with ASD and to advocacy groups supporting the transition and employment needs of
individuals with ASD.

